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By this time all the shops were lit up. The first flames of the lamp-posts flickered at the corners. Children playing on the pavements of quiet neighbourhoods shouted more loudly, as though to counterbalance the sense of solitude that came with the dark. The Lyons express, populous as a village, drew into the station with steady puffings of steam. At the gates of racecourses charabancs were picking up punters. Newsboys set off from the rue Montmartre, with Europe's sentence under their arms.
The weariness of five o'clock in the evening, which had crept along furtively, made itself suddenly felt by thousands upon thousands of men, getting them in the small of their backs, in their chests, in the region of their hearts, like a cowardly stab. Abruptly they experienced a dizzying sensation that life was going on without them. They felt a sudden need of a cigarette, a drink, lights. Adulterous women glided into hidden chambers. Others again, with movements almost as secret, went into churches and noiselessly made their way to the corner set apart for prayer, where a few candles burned.
Further signs heralded the great pulsation of evening. It was to correspond with that of the morning, repeat it in the opposite direction, round off the daily exchange between the centre and the circumference.
Where was the centre at that time ? What were its limits ? How was it to be recognised ? Everybody believed that he knew it, and perhaps was in fact familiar with it, but still had only a vague idea about it.
To the north of the river, almost in the middle of the city, was a deep jungle of narrow, short streets, which were choked with men and vehicles from morning till night. But this characteristic of density, of fullness, of urban plethora, did not suffice to delimit the centre. It was to be found in too many pkces. It repeated itself, ramifying throughout the mass of Paris, along avenues, boulevards, former Main Streets, even as far as the approaches to the